Erica McClurg:
Living the Tri Life
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t’s often said that triathletes are a unique
breed, and among them, Ironman athletes tend to stand out most. Given
the time, energy, effort, determination
and focus required to compete in such an
intensive sport, it’s understandable that
Ironman athletes can sometimes seem
superhuman—or maybe just crazy!—to
outsiders. Only those who’ve experienced
Ironman training for themselves can truly
understand the meticulous balance and
deep passion required to make it all work.
For many Ironman becomes not just a
sport but a lifestyle, and perhaps no one
embodies that notion better than Erica
McClurg.

Outside of racing, McClurg is both a science teacher and head swim coach at
Arcadia High School in Phoenix, Arizona.
She’s been teaching there for 19 years and
has coached the swim team for 20, guiding them to more than 10 state titles.
McClurg is also the vice president (alongside her husband) of the 250-member Tri
Scottsdale triathlon club and a coach to
several age-group triathletes. She works
hard to balance it all, but says her love of
the sport and drive to excel keep her going.

McClurg says. “The community, too…
I’ve just been doing it for so long. Pretty
much anyone who knows me well knows
how important triathlon is to me!”

“Triathlon has steadily become a bigger
and bigger part of my life over the years,”

McClurg discovered triathlon while in
college at the University of Arizona.

McClurg is an age-group triathlete of more
than two decades, and she’s as accomplished
in the sport as she is experienced. McClurg
has completed well over 300 triathlons, including 12 Ironman events and four trips
to Kona, with another one scheduled this
October. But McClurg’s involvement in the
triathlon community extends well beyond
her own racing and training, and her dedication and commitment to the sport in
the midst of everything else she’s juggling
truly gives new meaning to the multisport
lifestyle.

36 freeplay

Photo by Pedro Gomes

Today McClurg’s expertise and passion
for the sport are palpable, but she says that
when she first got started back in 1990,
she didn’t know it was something she’d be
doing for so long or that it would become
such a huge part of her life. But, she says,
“I did know right away that I loved it.”
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Having grown up playing soccer, swimming and running, she stayed very active
when she got to U of A her freshman year.
A friend suggested she try out triathlon,
so she signed up for a training class and
the final requirement was to complete an
Olympic-distance race. McClurg laughs
as she recalls the race, where she says she
didn’t even realize she had a big chain ring
to switch into on the flats and descents
during the bike portion. Regardless, she
was still hooked and went on to become
a founding member of the university’s Tri
Cats triathlon club.
McClurg continued racing from that
point on, competing in 15–18 Olympicdistance races each year before doing her
first Ironman in 1997 at Kona. She raced at
Kona again in 1999, and while she enjoyed
her experiences in Hawaii, she went back
to Olympic-distance racing for the next 10
years. In 2010, McClurg shifted her focus to
Ironman racing.
“I’ve been hooked on the Ironman bug ever
since then,” she says.
At her attempt in 2010, McClurg missed
Kona qualification by just one spot,
but she immediately set her sights on
getting back to that iconic event. Since
then she’s raced in nine more Ironman
events and found herself Kona-bound
in both 2011 and 2015. After a disappointing
but enlightening
race last year,
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where she came off the bike in second
place in her age group but fell to 11th
following some G.I. issues on the run,
McClurg has some big goals for 2016
and is more determined than ever. She’s
already secured her Kona spot for this
October (finishing second in her age
group at Ironman Arizona last fall), and
she says she’s aiming for a spot on the
podium.
“I’ve never had a full year to think about
Kona,” she says. “It’s really nice. This will
be my fifth time there, but it still has that
magic for me. It’s a really cool feeling.”
McClurg says she’ll race Ironman Texas
in May, and then take a few weeks to rest
and reset before really ramping things
up in her push toward Kona. As always,
she’ll be working around a jam-packed
schedule to get the training in and make
sure she’s getting proper recovery, too.
McClurg says she’ll train 15–20 hours
per week in her build-up in addition to
teaching, coaching the swim team and
her triathletes, and her commitments at
Tri Scottsdale. Fitting it all in requires
serious discipline, precise planning and
a whole lot of motivation.
“You have to be so organized,” she says. “You
have to plan your day almost to the minute.
Being a teacher, there’s no flexibility in my
schedule so I just have to be on top of it,” she
explains. “It sucks when the alarm goes off

at 4 a.m., but I know if I don’t get up and
train, I’ll be so mad I missed it.”
As challenging as her schedule is, McClurg
says it’s that much more rewarding and
that each role helps her in some way with
the others.
“My training makes me a better teacher,”
she says. “When I get my workout in in
the morning, I feel ready to go and have a
lot of good energy.”
Likewise, she says coaching and teaching
help her to be a better athlete.
“I look at it as ‘Practice what you preach,’”
she says. “If I run into an issue in training,
I think to myself, ‘What would I say right
now if this were one of my swimmers?’”
So what would McClurg say to someone
who’s considering Ironman but not sure if
they have what it takes—or the time—to
make it happen?
“Make sure you work your way up slowly,” she says. “Try shorter races first. … Be
patient, be organized, believe in yourself.
Anyone can do pretty much anything they
set their mind to as long as they go about
it with a plan.”
Needless to say, McClurg is indeed making good on her own advice.
-Kara LaPoint
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